Nor Any Drop to Drink:
Global Water Security is Key to U.S. Long-term Security
Cori W. Curtis

Water is on the verge of becoming a serious problem. Within the next decade,
areas of strategic value to the United
States will experience an increase in water-related problems, such as shortages,
poor water quality, or floods. Meanwhile, fresh water availability will not
keep up with quickly growing populations due to ineffective water resource
management. These problems will create instability, regional tensions, possible state failure, and lack of cooperation
with U.S. policy objectives. The synthesis of these issues will further limit the
production of food and energy, creating
a global food crisis and the attendant
economic and security difficulties for
the U.S. and the world.
The failure of the international aid community, states, and local organizations
to satisfy the basic human need for water has led to unnecessary and preventable human suffering on a large scale.
Over one billion people lack access to
safe drinking water, and an additional
two and a half billion more live without access to adequate sanitation systems, increasing their exposure to waterborne diseases. On average, a child
dies from a water-related disease every
15 seconds, according to a 2006 United
Nations Human Development Report,
while unsafe drinking water and poor
sanitation are leading causes of death in

the developing world for children under age five. Close to half of all people
living in developing nations suffer from
health problems related to water and
sanitation deficits. These problems will
demand the attention and resources of
the U.S. in the near and long term.
The U.S. is directly and indirectly impacted by threats to global water security. Even though the immediate threat
of water scarcity has not yet explicitly
threatened U.S. national security interests in the world, the long term implications of water and human security juxtaposed with the elevated demand for
this precious resource will be a leading
issue of U.S. national interest. With the
increasing precariousness of water security worldwide, the U.S. also needs to
be aware of its impact on strategic allies.
Pakistan, Israel, and Turkey fall among
the major U.S. allies whose policies lack
a sustainable outlook and threaten the
long-term stability of their countries
and regions..
Water shortages and global government
failures to manage water resources
are likely to lead to social disruptions,
pressure on national and local leaders,
and political instability. Gary LaFree,
a well-known criminologist, suggested that crime within the United States
increased following the 1960s due to

rising civil unrest and a lack of belief
in the government’s legitimacy to rule.
Since then, political and social scientists
explored political legitimacy in other
parts of the world, demonstrating that
failures of polities to rule fairly and protect their people contribute to civil unrest. Water shortage may easily generate
such social instability. When the population believes water shortages are the
result of poor governance, hoarding, or
control of water by elites, social disruptions eventually leading to state failure
are plausible.
Large developing countries will face
water problems that will vary significantly across their territory. However,
given their geographic position, economic strength, and capacity to engineer solutions, the risk is low that social
disruptions will lead to state failure in
these countries. Nevertheless, central
and regional governments will certainly be preoccupied with managing water
problems.
Water-related interstate conflict is unlikely during the next decade. In the
past, water tensions have led to more
water-sharing agreements than violent
conflicts. Nevertheless, as water shortages become more acute in the coming
decades, water in shared basins will
increasingly be used as geopolitical

leverage. The use of water as a weapon
or to further terrorist objectives will also
become more likely in the near future.
Fluctuating water availability and relative scarcity of natural resources have
been cited by scholars as a factor in political conflict and war, such as the Darfur
conflict in 2004.
In regions where countries compete for
access to water, the relations between the
countries and people within the region
are likely to be unstable, and violent conflict may seem the only way to resolve
the problem. It is estimated that there
are 1,250 square kilometers of freshwater
remaining in the world’s semi-arid and
arid regions, and this supply is not evenly
distributed among countries sharing the
same water sources. Moreover, severe
water scarcity is most prevalent in the
Middle East and North Africa, and it is
a threat undermining regional stability.
Within regions dealing with water scarcity, it is likely a number of states will
exert leverage over their neighbors to
preserve their water interests. This
leverage will be applied in international
forums. Tactics include pressuring investors, nongovernmental organizations,
and donor countries to support or halt
water infrastructure projects. Much like
Turkey’s Southeastern Anatolia Dam
Project (GAP), states will also use their
political ability to construct and support
major water projects to obtain regional
influence or preserve their water interests while undermining the positions of
downstream peers. In addition to major
projects, more powerful upstream nations will unilaterally impede or cut off
downstream flow, which will exacerbate
the water-stressed conditions of downstream stakeholders. Additionally, water
may be used within states to pressure
populations and suppress separatist elements.
Extremists, terrorists, and rogue states
have used physical infrastructure, including dams, as convenient, high visibility targets to threaten substantial
harm to domestic and regional water

security. Even if an attack is unsuccessful, the fear of massive floods or loss of
water resources generates public alarm
and causes governments to take costly
measures to protect water infrastructure.
Desalination facilities or critical single-point failure water canals and pipelines would likewise become targets for
terrorists. However, these vulnerabilities
can be mitigated with U.S. leadership.
Many states turn to the developed world
to find alternative ways to meet their
infrastructure needs. Water planners in
developing countries often lack adequate
data (drought mitigation-monitoring,
hydrological models, and actual water
levels) for effective policymaking. For
example, knowledge of water balances in
specific tributaries, replenishment rates
for shared aquifers, or water demands
in particular communities may be either
unavailable or inaccessible. The developing world needs the United States to
play its role as a technological a leader.
The U.S. should continue development
of hydrological models and remote environmental monitoring, to disseminate
this data, and to facilitate the integration
of other terrestrial resource management
data on a global scale. U.S. technological
capability in water treatment and purification and the efficient use of water in
agriculture will also be sought after, and
should be made available.
Pressure will arise for a more engaged
United States to make water a global priority and to support major development
projects. U.S. expertise on water resource
management in both the public and private sectors is highly regarded and will
be sought after worldwide. Improving
water management and institutional
capacities to treat water and encourage
efficient water use form the most effective approach to mitigating water-related
social tensions. States with water problems will require integrated water, land
use, and economic data to enable sound
policymaking and management. They
will look to the United States for support to develop legal and institutional
arrangements that resolve water disputes
or advance cooperative management of

shared waters.
Currently, water basin agreements that
create a legal framework for the distribution of water rights often do not exist or
are inadequate for many nations sharing
watersheds. New or updated international agreements would lessen the risk of
regional tensions over water. The United States can benefit from an increased
demand for agricultural exports as water
scarcity increases in various parts of the
world. This would be especially true if
states expecting increased water scarcity
rely upon open markets instead of seeking bilateral land-lease arrangements in
other countries to achieve their food security.
Now, more than ever, the U.S. should
coordinate its academic and industrial
resources to build long lasting solutions
for global water security issues, and it
can do this by leading a global water initiative. This initiative should encompass
experts and practitioners from the US
and elsewhere to establish joint security,
diplomatic, and development summits
dedicated to water use and sustainability.
These summits should connect international and regional state and non-state
actors for the purpose of creating an
immediate U.S.-led plan for global water
security. The U.S. should utilize the importance of water to build international
cooperation. Water, more often than not,
is a powerful tool for conflict prevention
and resolution.
Ultimately, the U.S. will have the most to
gain by the many challenges and opportunities related to global water scarcity.
The U.S. is in the position to lead the
global dialogue and initiate policies for
water security. Irrespective of other policies toward the United States, both developed and developing states will look for
U.S. support of international agreements,
institutions, and national and subnational partners in the quest to improve water
management. Active American engagement to resolve water challenges will
improve U.S. influence and may forestall
other actors achieving the same influence at the United States’ expense.
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